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Academics still influential in public life, says new research

Academics are still influential in high places, but it's mainly professors from the elite Russell Group who are prominent, new research says.

A study by Dr Dave Griffiths found that academics featured prominently on the boards of quangos and public corporations. His work contradicts previous work suggesting that academic influence on decision-making had declined since the days of the Thatcher government.

Dr Griffiths, a sociologist at the University of Stirling, looked at 2,858 directors of 187 quango and public corporations, ranging in size from the BBC to the British Potato Council. All the quangos had an England-wide or UK-wide responsibility.

In a paper in the journal Sociology today, Thursday August 19, published by the British Sociological Association and SAGE, he found that 200 of the directors were, or had been, academics. 

These 200 academics were, between them, sitting on 84 of the 187 quangos. Of the 200, over half were in the Russell Group of 20 elite universities, and all but 14 were professors.

Dr Griffiths found that the academics were more interested in developing their careers within academia rather than seeking power outside it: most of the positions they had taken were either sitting on research councils or scientific or local organisations.

"The sociological history of the 20th century has often bemoaned the declining social position of the British academics, holding cherished positions as the nation’s moral guardians at the start of the century, diminishing to mere onlookers and reviewers at its end," Dr Griffiths says in the paper, entitled: 'Academic Influence Amongst the UK Public Elite'.

He notes that while academic salaries had fallen from 3.7 times the average of those working in manufacturing in 1928 to 1.5 times in 1988, his research had found that academics were still seen as having a prestigious occupation.

"It appears professors, particularly at the most prestigious universities, continue to enjoy such high social positions. Professors can be shown to be continuing to hold their high public profile and social influence, which have not been undermined by the expansion of higher education and alterations in quango board composition. Opportunities for academics to form part of the British social elite remain clearly evident.

"The prestige of academics appears influential amongst those operating at the centre of the quasi-political classes. The ability to influence the most influential, or most able to transfer ideas and values, demonstrates the ethos stemming from academia is widely transmitted through public bodies. However, it is the voice of the professors, rather than their less senior colleagues, which appear represented."

Dr Griffiths also analysed how the quangos were connected with each other by noting how many had directors who were the alumni of the same elite school or who were trustees of the same charity. He found that academics tended to sit on those quangos that were better connected, and suggested that "this demonstrates academics are sitting on those quangos which enable access to elite circles, and rarely occupy those distant from such levels of integration."
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